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Celebrating and 
Commemorating  

Local Black History 

L. R. Flemings and Lancaster’s Afro-American Fair  
 

by Karen Hart, LVHS executive director 
(A version of this article previously appeared in the Rappahannock Record 2-14-2022)  

  
“Come to the Big Afro-American Fair” was the 

headline of an advertisement in the October 12, 

1900, issue of the local Virginia Citizen 

newspaper. The event on a fairgrounds near 

Monaskon, in upper Lancaster County, promised 

to have “Horse, Wheel-Barrow, Sack and Foot 

Races” plus hot-air balloons and baseball games.  

 

According to EncyclopediaVirginia.org historian 

Brent Tarter, black residents of Lancaster 

organized Afro-American Fairs like this from the 

late 1890s to about 1911. The event was revived 

in 1927 when the black population was banned 

from attending the Chesapeake Fair, which had 

become established in Kilmarnock.  

 

The Rappahannock Record newspaper for 

October 27, 1927, contained both a full-page 

advertisement for the Chesapeake Fair on 

November 1-4, and a quarter-page advertisement 

for the Afro-American Fair to be held mid-week 

November 8-10.  The Northern Neck Progressive Association’s “first annual Domestic, 

Educational, Industrial, and Agricultural Fair” would be held at their new fairgrounds in 

the Brookvale area between Lancaster Court House and Kilmarnock. The ad stated, “The 

managers of this association will spare no pains to make this one [of] the greatest colored 

fairs ever held in the Northern Neck of Virginia.”  

 

The list of attractions “to amuse the young and old” included various races for horses, 

people, and automobiles, pig and rabbit chases, baseball games, a twenty-man tug of war, 

clay pigeon shooting, a merry-go-round, and “sideshows of all kinds.” Attendees could also 

enjoy music by the Colored Brass Band from Richmond and refreshments “to appease your 

appetite and quench your thirst at prices to suit the times.”      (continued on next page) 

 

PUBLIC PROGRAM 

Saturday, February 24 at 1:00 PM 
 

A Family’s Journey into the Life and Legacy of  
The Honorable Armistead S. Nickens 

 

(see details inside) 



L. R. Flemings served as a manager of both the earlier and 

later versions of the Afro-American Fair and contributed 

to the popular success of the events.  Flemings was born 

circa 1857-1861 into a free black or mulatto family. He 

lived in the Mollusk area and was married to Sarah Jane 

Griffin from 1883 until her death in 1910. They had 

thirteen children. He was later married to a woman named 

Alice, for whom no other records have been found. 

Different years of the census list Flemings as a 

storekeeper, retail grocer, and magistrate (justice of the 

peace).  Several documents and family sources state his 

first name as Leonard, but some records show Lemuel or 

Lem, and his surname also appears in some records as 

Fleming, but the name he used in his signature was L. R. 

Flemings.  

   

Flemings served as a justice of the peace for Lancaster 

County from about 1887 to 1919 and from 1927 to his 

death in 1937, hearing minor civil and petty criminal 

cases. It is possible that he served continuously through 

the 1920s, but the records are incomplete. Tarter states, 

“Flemings was almost certainly the longest-serving black 

public official in Virginia’s history prior to the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965.” The citizens of Lancaster elected him 

justice of the peace every four years “for at least thirty-two years despite widespread efforts in Virginia to 

disfranchise African American men.” Flemings’ record of public service was particularly remarkable for 

the time period and Tarter contends that during that era it “might have been regarded as shocking news 

elsewhere in Virginia, that an African American man repeatedly won election.”  

 

Flemings also served as county registrar of vital statistics for more than a 

decade [his signature can be seen on numerous birth certificates filed with the 

state], a coroner, a member of the county grand jury, and a delegate to the 1896 

Republican Party state convention. In an obituary notice on the front page of 

the April 12, 1937 Rappahannock Record, the (white) editor wrote that 

Flemings “dispensed justice impartially to one and all alike” and that “as a 

leader among those of his race he was respected by all who knew him.”  

Museum and Library Seasonal Closure 
Museum is closed to visitors until April 3.  

Research Library is closed until March 1 (then open by appointment only). 

Winter Office Hours vary as staff continue administrative and behind-the-scenes projects,  

but may work some days off-site.   

 

Explore more Black History resources and find free videos  
of previous LVHS lectures and presentations at  

 

https://lancastervahistory.org/blackhistory 

(Continued from front page) 





LVHS Supports NNK250! 
 

NNK250 kicks off in February 2024 with its first Signature Speaker Series.  

NNK250 is a 4-year regional Commemoration of the 250th Anniversary of the American 

Revolution and its legacy in American history, offering a variety of activities organized by a 

coalition of representatives from Northern Neck tourism, museums, historic sites, cultural 

groups, education, economic development, and government agencies. Visit nnk250.us 


